The study was carried out on a continuously stocked grasslwhite cloaer pasture, r.uhich zuas maintained at tuto sward heights: 3.5 cm (low; LSH) and 6.5 cm (high; HSH). Three 
Introduction
In the drier areas of many countries in the world, irrigation has been used fór many years to increase productivity of pastures. As a general rule, grass/ legume mixtures are favoured for irrigated pastures (Church, 1991) . Optimal combinations of grass and legume are more difficult to maintain than pure stands of legumes or grasses but also present some advantages. A number of benefits from the use of grass/clover swards have been proposed: for example white clover presents a high nutritive vaiue for ruminants and also has a ootential benefit in the biological fixation of atmospheric nitrogen (N) by Rhizobium bacteria in root nodules (Church, 1991) .
Sheep production based on grazing systems could be an alternative to agricultural production on irrigated areas in Spain and other Mediterranean countries, in which agriculture has led to surplus production (Valdés et al., 1995) . Ingestive behaviour and hence 779 Carro, Ranilla, Gitáld,ez, Mantecón and González herbage intake of grazing animals is strongly influenced by sward structure, which is a function of height, bulk density, mass, botanical composition and distribution of morphological components within the canopy (Gong ef al., 1996) . However, under uniform sward conditions, this comolex can be reduced to two key components: sward height and bulk density (Cong et al., 1996) . Grazing behaviour also influences rumen function through diet selectivity, particle stze breakdown and hydration of ingested food. On the other hand, the ruminal conditions determine the rate of fermentation and the fractional rate of passage in relation to the rumen volume, both being important factors in the regulation of voluntary intake in forage-fed ruminants (Van Soest, 1994) . The study of factors influencing rumen fermentation and thus herbage intake, provides basic information for developing appropriate grazíng systems. Moreover, estimation of seasonal changes in rumen fermentation is one approach to determine when deficiencies in diet quality and rumen activity might be corrected through supplementation (Beever ef al., re96 (Barthram, 1986 (Steel and Torrie, 1980) with sampling time and the interactions treatment X sampling period X sampling time and treatment X sampling time added to the model. When significant (P < 0.05) interactions were detected, which precluded pooling pH, VFA and ammonia-N data across sampling time and sampling period, these variables were analvsed for each individual sampling period and sampling time.
The method of least significant difference was used to separate treatment means when a significant (P < 0'05) F-test for treatment was detected. The GLM procedure of SAS (1997) (P < 0'05) during October in animals grazing LSH, with no significant differences between June and July.
In general, there were only few differences between treatments in the filter paper disappearance (Table  4) . During October filter paper disappearance after 12 and 24h of incubation was higher (P < 0'05) for HSH than for LSH sheen. However. no differences (P > 0'05) between treatments were observed during June and July at any incubation time (with the exception of 72h during June).
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